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Richard Evans
Damned rorts and God's reforms
The language of the docks dispute
M ANY OF CANBERRA'S SUBURBS are named af-ter important politicians, Deakin, Lyonsand Fadden, for example. In the early sev-
enties, Les Murray wrote a poem in which he imag-
ined Canberra suburbs named instead after the ideas
which had shaped Australia.
I shall play a set of tennis
In the gardens ofRed Menace
Shall I scorn to plant a dahlia
In the soil of White Australia?
lfthe current federal government were to take up this
notion, there is little doubt a new suburb called Wa-
terfront Reform would soon spring into being.
The waterfront dispute is the most bitter indus-
trial confrontation since at least the pilots' strike, and
probably since the SEQEB dispute. We have seen mass
sackings, angry confrontations on the wharves, ex-
traordinarily intemperate language from public fig-
ures, and a bewildering tangle of litigation.
The government and its allies, which include
Patrick Stevedores and the National Farmers Federa-
tion, have experienced major setbacks, both in courts
of law and the court of public opinion. Despite this,
they are determined to push ahead. "We have not
changed our resolve to go forward and reform the
waterfront," says the chairman of Patrick, Chris Cor-
rigan. "Court decisions come and go, but the Govern-
ment's determination to reform the Australian
waterfront will remain undiminished," says the
Prime Minister, John Howard. "Waterfront reform has
overwhelming public support," and indeed is "inevi-
table", says workplace relations minister, Peter Reith.
But what exactly do they all mean when they talk
of "reform"?
The argument is based on the principles of free
market economics, and it runs something like this, the
Maritime Union of Australia is a monopoly supplier
oflabour to the stevedoring industry; all monopolies
are bad, but this one is especially bad because of a
deep-rooted workpiace culture of greed, obstruction
and thuggery; the result of the MUA:s intransigence
is a slow, costly and unreliable waterfront which adds
to the cost of Australia's imports and exports.
In a radio interview, the Prime Minister defined
waterfront reform in these terms: "This is not a de·
bate about ideology. This is la] debate about Austral-
ia's economic future ... my Government will do
everything it can to deliver the most productive, com-
petitive, and successful waterfront in the years
ahead." These are the key words, productivity, com-
petitiveness, and success - economic success. The
implication is that these are aims of indisputable
worth. And, judging from the results of opinion polls,
most of us agree. The judges of the Federal Court cer-
tainly do.
In announcing the Court's decision to turn down
Patrick's appeal against the order to reinstate the
sacked whames, Justice Wilcox said, "As individuals,
each member of the bench, like all sensible Austral-
ians, is in favour of a more efficient waterfront."
The dark side of the force, in the government's
scheme ofthings, is unionized labour, and again there
are three key terms used: rorts, overmanning - also
described as bludging - and inefficiency.
The use of the word rart here is especially interest-
ing. 'Rort' is an Australian word, not found anywhere
else in the world that I am aware of. like much of the
Australian vernacular, it is derived from nineteenth-
century English slang. To speak of a 'rarty time' a cen-
tury ago meant an enjoyable time, a day out. A rart
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came to mean a rowdy and drunken party, and later
an underhand scheme, a racket. It is a good Australian
word. Like 'bludger', it appeals to the Australian heart-
land, the 'battlers' whom the conservative parties so
energetically wooed during the last federal election.
THE LANGUAGE IS PERFECT. Asked whether we support 'reforms' which will end 'bludging' and
'rorting', few of us could say no. But does this appar-
ent consensus entitle the government to label its ef·
ficiency drive as 'reform'?
The waterfront dispute is just the latest example
of an economic change which is persistently des-
cribed as reform. We have seen telecommunications
reform, banking sector reform, public service reform,
and many other reforms which seem mostly to in-
volve sacking people and closing offices in country
towns. So persistently have the advocates of these
changes hammered away with the word 'reform' that
it has become a fixed part of the debate. Journalists
who are reporting in an otherwise even-handed and
impartial manner will talk of 'waterfront reform' as
an established fact. It has even entered the strange
lexicon of headlines: 'Defiant minister will press on
for reform',
The word 'reform' is even used by those who are
critical ofthe process. In an editorial in the Melbourne
Age in April, it was argued that the federal govern-
ment was deeply implicated in a possibly unlawful
conspiracy. one which bore comparison to the bot·
tom-of-the-harbour tax schemes of the early '980s,
and which might yet lead to violence. "For an admin-
istration that has placed such a high store on the rule
of law and observance of its proprieties," the news-
paper said, "this is a stain on its character and repu-
tation." But in the very same article, the government's
strategy was still described as "reform".
This careless and indiscriminate use of the word
is unfortunate. 'Reform' is a loaded word, one which
carries with it a veritable shipping container of his-
torical and emotional associations. While dictionar-
ies do list relatively neutral definitions of 'reform',
meaning an improvement or rectification to some-
thing faulty or inefficient, in general usage it carries
strong moral overtones. It is a word which harks back
to the Reformation, the great religious movement
which attacked the scandalous abuses and corruption
ofthe late medieval popes, and which eventually gave
rise to the Protestant and Reformed Churches. More
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strongly, it revives the memory of the great Reform
Movement of Britain in the nineteenth century, and
in particular the Reform acts of 1832,1867 and 1884,
which extended the right to vote to wider and wider
sections of society. Other important reforms were the
abolition of slavery in the British Empire, improve-
ments in the legal status of women, universal elemen-
tary education, and the end of child labour.
The driving forces behind such reforms were moral
and religious, not economic. Indeed, these changes
were vigorously resisted by many conservative inter-
ests of the day. They argued that reform was a ticket
to economic ruin, and the thin edge ofthe revolution-
ary wedge. Charles Dickens satirized this resistance
in his novel Hard Times, which is set in a fictional
northern industrial town, Coketown. Dickens wrote
of Coketown that, despite its imposing grimy brick
buildings, it was a wonder it existed at all,
It had been ruined so often that it was amazing it
had borne so many shocks. Surely there was never
such fragile chinaware as that of which the mill-
ers of Coketown were made. Handle them never
so lightly, and they fell to pieces ... They were ru-
ined when they were required to send labouring
children to school; they were ruined when inspec-
tors were appointed to look into their works; they
were ruined when such inspectors considered it
doubtful whether they were quite justified in
chopping people up in their machinery; they were
utterly undone when it was hinted that perhaps
they need not always make quite so much smoke.
The reformers believed that society was faced with a
simple choice. Either it could reform, and create a
more just. eqUitable and moral society, or it would
face bloody revolution. In the words of SheUey,
"Choose reform or civil war".
The nineteenth century was an age which believed
strongly in moral uplift and the improvement of so-
ciety. This aspiration was symbolically reflected in the
soaring cathedrals they built in the Gothic Revival
style. It was also an age of humbug, of course. Being
human, the reformers had failings. They could be
sanctimonious, pompous and hypocritical at times.
As one wit observed, "All Reformers, however strict
their social conscience, live in houses just as big as
they can pay for." Even so, it was a period of lasting
achievement, one which created many social institu-
tions which have made great contributions to soci-
ety. The independent press. Sporting clubs. The civil-
ian police force. State education. Free hospitals. Oh
yes, and trade unions.
BACK TO THE TWENTIETH CENTURY. and to the picketsblocking port gates from Fremantle to Botany Bay.
At the height of the dispute. the Productivity Com-
mission released two reports which supported some
of what the government and Patrick had been argu-
ing. The reports argued that there were restrictive and
inflexible work practices on the waterfront which
raised costs. The reports also blamed poor manage-
ment by stevedoring companies, high government
taxes, and inefficient quarantine and customs services.
Mind you. this is not the end of the argument.
The Melbourne Herald Sun described the work of
the Productivity Commission as "a damning report
shOWing Australian dock operations to be among the
world's most inefficient". But three paragraphs later.
clearly struggling with the subtlety of it all. the arti-
cle said that "a rival report by Drewry Shipping Con-
sultants has found Australian port operations are
close to the world's best". (Q, How do you confuse a
tabloid journalist? A Say "I have some good news.
and some bad news.")
But let us accept. for the moment. that the federal
government is right. Let's accept that the MUA is the
problem, and that Patrick's actions in dismissing its
entire workforce would indeed significantly improve
waterfront productivity. This result would be good for
many people. It would allow stevedoring companies
and those involved in the import and export trades to
make more money. Perhaps they could then employ
more people, and invest in new areas of business.
Good for them. But it would not in any way improve
the moral and spiritual life of the Australian commu-
nity. To the contrary. it could do a great deal of harm.
As parents are constantly reminded, it is what you
do. rather than what you say. which teaches children
how to behave. And the lesson which everyone in the
community, including our children. would take from
the success of the government's waterfront strategy
is this, that secrecy, legal trickery. deceit and brute
force are permissible means to achieve economic
gain. Surely this is not something which can legiti-
mately be called ·reform·.
Richard Evans is ajournalist and policy researcher with
the Communications Law Centre, Melbourne. This is a
revised version ofapaper broadcast on Radio National
in May.
Under the Hook
Melbourne Waterside Workers Remember 1900-1980
by Tom Hills & Wendy Lowenstein
A book about the waterfront and the men who worked on it, told in their own words.
This historic book, first published with the assistance of rank and file waterside workers,
is now out of print. The author, in association with the New International Bookshop and with
the assistance of the MUA, plans a new edition, updated to include interviews with today's
wharfies. But money is short. You can help to underwrite publication by pledging to lend
a specific amount if needed when we go to print.
To: PO Box 33 Hawksburn 3142 Tel 1031 95108379
Yes I would like 10 play a part in republishing Under the Hook.
Iwould be willing to help by underwriting its production with the sum of S .
if needed when the new edition goes to print.
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